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S i  e n  t a n t  q u ' a r c h i v i s t e s ,  n o t r e  t z c h e  p r i m o r d i a l e  e s t  de p e r m e t t r e  l a  
c o n s t i t u t i o n  de fonds  d ' a r c h i v e s  l e s  p l u s  complelr p o s s i b l e ,  il n e  f a u d r a  p a s  
s e  s u r p r e n d r e  de n o t r e  propos .  D e  nos  j o u r s  malgr6 c e t t e  a s p i r a t i o n  l g g i t i m e ,  
l a  r g a l i t g  est p a r f o i s  b i e n  d i f f g r e n t e .  On n e  p e u t  n i e r  l e  f a i t  que les 
a r c h i v e s  c a n a d i e m e s  s o n t  a v a n t  t o u t  composge d e s  fonds  d ' a r c h i v e s  d'hommes 
p o l i t i q u e s ,  d'hommes d ' a f f a i r e s  e t  d 'organismes b i e n  e n  vue ,  b i e n  s t r u c t u r 6 s Y  
t o u s  n ' g t a n t  qu'une r g a l i t g  de n o t r e  s o c i 6 t 6 .  Mais l ' a u t r e  v e r s a n t  de l a  
montagne est moins ou p a s  connu. Comment peut-on y  rem6dier .  Comment combler 
c e t t e  l acune .  Les causes  de c e  d g s g q u i l i b r e s  s o n t  l g g i o n  m a i s  on p e u t  les  
r6sumer e n  un mot: l a  s g l e c t i o n .  Changer, 6 l a r g i r  les modes de s 6 l e c t i o n  
e t  l e u r s  c r i t s r e s  e s t  un p remier  p a s .  I n c l u r e  l ' h i s t o i r e  o r a l e  c o m e  s o u r c e  
'a p a r t  e n t i s r e  du mandat des  i n s t i t u t i o n s  d ' a r c h i v e s  e n  e s t  un a u t r e .  Les 
e f f e t s  de l ' u n e  g t a n t  compensg p a r  l e s  e f f e t s  de l ' a u t r e . ,  Voil'a que n o t r e  
b u t ,  n o t r e  a s p i r a t i o n  'a une documentation t o u j  o u r s  d ' avan tage  compls te  p e u t  
d e v e n i r  r g a l i t g .  Le bien-fond6 d e s  a r c h i v e s  s e r a  jug6 dans  l e  f u t u r  s u r  
12s fonds  q u ' e l l e s  d 6 t i e n n e n t .  Ne p a s  y  i n c l u r e  les fonds  d ' h i s t o i r e  o r a l e  
serait non seulement  f a i r e  a b s t r a c t i o n  de l e u r  importance mais a u s s i  n i e r  
a u j o u r d ' h u i  l e u r  impacte  s u r  l a  r e c h e r c h e  de demain. 

We can a l l  remember going t o  t h e  "fun house" a t  t h e  f a i r .  p a r t  of 
e v e r y  one was t h e  h a l l  of  m i r r o r s .  The m i r r o r s  i n  t h i s  h a l l  were curved and 
warped i n  a  way t h a t  would curve ,  warp and d i s t o r t  your  r e f l e c t i o n .  One 
moment your  head would expand g r o t e s q u e l y  w i t h  bugging e y e s  and enormous ears. 
The n e x t  moment your  l e g s  would s h r i n k  t o  twigs  and your  f e e t  would become 
p o s t a g e  stamps.  These m i r r o r s  , w i t h  t h e i r  m a s s i v ~  e x a g g e r a t i o n s  and d i s t o r t i o n s  
a r e ,  f o r  me, t h e  s o - c a l l e d  "mirrors  of Canada's p a s t "  which i s  now p r e s e r v e d  
by Canadian a r c h i v e s  -- m i r r o r s  of our  p a s t  r e f l e c t i n g  a g r o s s l y  d i s t o r t e d  
view of o u r  c o u n t r y ,  i t s  i n s t i t u t i o n s  and i t s  h i s t o r y .  

I f  t h e s e  m i r r o r / a r c h i v e s  were d i s t o r t i n g  o u r  r e f l e c t i o n s  i n  a  random 
f a s h i o n ,  t h i s  one e n l a r g i n g  t h e  hands  b u t  s h r i n k i n g  t h e  f e e t ,  t h e  n e x t  s h r i n k -  
i n g  t h e  t o r s o  w h i l e  e n l a r g i n g  t h e  l e g s ,  I might  n o t  b e  v e r y  concerned,  f o r  
t h e  a g g r e g a t e  view might be  q u i t e  a c c u r a t e .  The problem i s ,  however, t h a t  
each  of them i s  d i s t o r t i n g  in t h e  same way, g r o s s l y  e x a g g e r a t i n g  t h e  head and 
top  p a r t  of t h e  corpus  of t h e  p a s t  w h i l e  s h r i n k i n g  b a d l y ,  i f  n o t  e l i m i n a t i n g  
a l t o g e t h e r ,  t h e  main p a r t s  of t h e  body. 

My b e l i e f  i s  t h a t  as c u s t o d i a n s  of t h e  m i r r o r ,  a r c h i v i s t s  shou ld  be  
a c t i v e l y  working t o  d imin i sh  t h e  d i s t o r t i o n s  i n  it. One of t h e  b e s t  ways of 
doing t h i s  i s  through t h e  use  of o r a l  h i s t o r y .  

S t a t e d  i n  g e n e r a l i t i e s ,  t h e  c u r r e n t  h o l d i n g s  of Canadian a r c h i v e s  are 
t h e  a r c h i v e s  of w h i t e ,  middle  and upper  c l a s s ,  European a d u l t  men. They are 
t h e  a r c h i v e s  of p o l i t i c s  and p o l i t i c i a n s ,  b u s i n e s s ,  l a r g e  l a b o u r  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  



and t o  a very l a r g e  degree, t h e  a r ch ives  of bureaucracy. 

Of course t h e r e  a r e  except ions  t o  t h i s  genera l  condi t ion .  Most l a r g e  
a rch ives  i n  t h e  country have a l e t t e r  o r  two of Louis R i e l  o r  a c o l l e c t i o n  of 
papers  and photos of a f i g u r e  such a s  N e l l i e  McClung o r  even t h e  records  o r  
reminiscences of a f a i l e d  farmer o r  businessman. But t he  g rea t  preponderence 
of records  a r e  a s  I have descr ibed  them. Furthermore, I am d i s tu rbed  by t h e  
growing t r end  among t h e  l a r g e r  p u b l i c  a rch ives  i n  t h e  country,  inc luding  my 
own, t o  p l ace  an ino rd ina t e ly  h igh  p r i o r i t y  on the  records  of t h e  pa ren t  body 
(sponsoring i n s t i t u t i o n )  t o  t h e  detr iment  of non-government a r ch ives ,  includ-  
i ng  o r a l  h i s t o r y .  

Oral h i s t o r y  can d i g r e s s  t h e  imbalance i n  t h e  record  by g iv ing  a voice  
t o  t h e  unheard; by g iv ing  a p l ace  i n  p o s t e r i t y  t o  t h e  previous ly  anonymous; 
by g iv ing  an image t o  t h e  previous ly  i n v i s i b l e .  E thnic  groups, n a t i v e  people,  
women and ch i ld ren  can be given a documentary b a s i s  i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y  which 
would otherwise be non-exis tent .  

Arch iv i s t s  need t o  examine more c a r e f u l l y  t he  impl ica t ions  of t h e i r  
work. While most of us would quick ly  dismiss  t h e  no t ion  of t he  p o s s i b i l i t y  
of o b j e c t i v e  and va lue  f r e e  h i s t o r y ,  saying t h a t  a l l  h i s t o r y  r e f l e c t s  t he  
po in t  of view of i t s  w r i t e r ,  many of us  s t i l l  f e e l  t h a t  t h e  record which we 
so  c a r e f u l l y  preserve  and make a v a i l a b l e  i s  n e u t r a l  s t u f f  without i t s  own animus. 
I n  t h e  same way t h a t  t h e  s p l i t t i n g  of t h e  atom was n o t  simply an i n t e r e s t i n g  
problem i n  phys ics ,  t h e  s e l e c t e d ,  conserved, catalogued and made-available re-  
cord has i t s  own s u b j e c t i v e  meaning. 

This i s  t r u e  f o r  a t  l e a s t  t h r e e  reasons.  F i r s t ,  t h e  record ,  no ma t t e r  how 
complete, i s  n o t  a r e p l i c a  of t h e  event  o r  events  descr ibed.  ,The record i s  n o t  
t h e  event .  Second, even of t h i s  imperfect record ,  t h e r e  is  incomplete preser -  
va t ion .  Third, t h e r e  i s  the  ma t t e r  of s e l e c t i o n  and r e t e n t i o n .  The v a s t  ma jo r i t y  
of records  s e l e c t e d  and r e t a i n e d  i n  Canadian a rch ives  r e f l e c t  execut ive  decis ion-  
making and execut ive  a c t i o n  by e l i t e s .  The dec is ion  t o  r e t a i n  i s  made no t  i n  
a vacuum, cooly and without  i d e a l o g i c a l  r ami f i ca t ions .  When s e l e c t i n g  these  
records  a s  a r c h i v i s t  o r  us ing  them as  an h i s t o r i a n ,  we need t o  a sk  only "What 
information is  contained i n  t hese  records?" but  a l s o ,  "Whose purpose i s  being 
served by t h i s  record  and what does i t s  s e l e c t i o n  and r e t e n t i o n  say about t h e  
a r c h i v i s t  who handles  i t  and t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  which preserves  i t  and makes i t  
a v a i l a b l e ?  " . 

These a r e  p r e c i s e l y  the  s o r t s  o f . q u e s t i o n s  and c r i t i c i s m s  t h a t  have been 
made about o r a l  h i s t o r y .  They a r e  l e g i t i m a t e  ques t ions  which deserve answers. 
My ob jec t ion  i s  t h a t  a r c h i v i s t s  and h i s t o r i a n s  have been applying a double 
s tandard  t o  o r a l  h i s t o r y .  The ques t ions  and c r i t i c i s m s  a r e  d i r e c t e d  a g a i n s t  
o r a l  sources  bu t  a r e  r a r e l y  i f  eve r  app l i ed  t o  o t h e r  s o r t s  of documentary 
evidence . 

Arch iv i s t s  who want t o  r e f u s e  t h e  leg i t imacy of o r a l  h i s t o r y  a s  a method 
of h i s t o r i c a l  documentation a r e  a c t i n g  a s  t h e  gatekeepers  of t h e  b a s t i o n  of 
conservatism, e l i t i s m  and p r i v i l e g e .  Arch iv i s t s  who r e fuse  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  
f u l l y  i n  t h e  process  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  a r e  he lp ing  t o  c r e a t e  an a i r  of i l l e g i t i m a c y  
around o r a l  records.  



To ge t  some idea  of t h e  oppor tun i t i e s  t h a t  a r e  being missed t h i s  very day 
by our  narrow-minded c o l l e c t i n g  mandates cons ider  how i n t e r e s t i n g  we  would f i n d  
a  sample of verbat im in te rv iews  wi th  UEL s e t t l e r s  i n  Canada o r ,  l a t e  19 th  century 
Newfoundland s e a l e r s  o r  I r i s h  immigrants t o  Canada f l e e i n g  the  po ta to  famine o r ,  
Chinese workers on t h e  CPR. What use could P i e r r e  Berton have made of an i n t e r -  
view wi th  a  p r i v a t e  s o l d i e r  from t h e  War of 1812 o r  General Brock's batman. 

Oral h i s t o r y ,  a s  we know i t ,  has  only been p r a c t i s e d  i n  Canada f o r  25 yea r s  
o r  so. Twenty yea r s  (o r  50 years )  from now t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  community w i l l  be  
poin t ing  the  f i n g e r  o r  c u l p a b i l i t y  a t  us and saying ,  "Why d i d  t h e  a r c h i v i s t s  of 
t h e  1980s do so  l i t t l e  in te rv iewing?"  My content ion  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  by our  
c o l l e c t i o n s  t h a t  we w i l l  be known i n  t h e  f u t u r e ,  no t  by the  p u r i t y  of a r c h i v a l  
theory o r  t h e  n iceness  wi th  which we can d i s t i n g u i s h  between t h e  t r u e  work of 
an a r c h i v i s t  a s  opposed t o  a  c o l l e c t o r  of o r a l  documents. A s  R. W. Emerson, 
t he  American phi losopher  s a i d :  "A f o o l i s h  consis tency i s  t h e  hobgoblin of l i t t l e  
minds". To my a r c h i v a l  col leagues I say ,  i f  you c a n ' t  s t and  c a l l i n g  t h e  record- 
ing of f i r s t  person reminiscences and s t o r i e s  t h e  work of an a r c h i v i s t ,  then 
f o r  those  moments when you a r e  recording o r a l  h i s t o r y  c a l l  yourselves something 
e l s e .  Ca l l  yourselves " h i s t o r i c a l  researchers"  o r  " c u l t u r a l  conservators"  bu t  
don ' t  l o s e  t h e  oppor tuni ty  of recording vanishing resources  because of some 
a r b i t r a r y  l i n e a r  subdiv is ion  of t h e  world of knowledge which says  t h a t  a r c h i v i s t s  
do n o t  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  the  c r ea t ion  of records.  

The accusat ion t h a t  i n  recording o r a l  h i s t o r y  t h e  a r c h i v i s t  is  c r e a t i n g  
the  record ,  no t  simply s e l e c t i o n ,  preserv ing  and making i t  a v a i l a b l e ,  needs 
cons tan t  r e b u t t a l .  The "record" a l ready  e x i s t s  i n  t he  mind of t h e  in te rv iewee .  
The in te rv iewer  a r c h i v i s t  i s  simply g iv ing  i t  t ang ib l e  form. The a c t i v i t y  may 
be thought of a s  p a r a l l e l  t o  "conservation" where t h e  ephemeral record in what- 
ever  medium, i s  preserved.  

We must a l s o  r ebu t ,  w i th  equal  vigour  t h e  no t ion  t h a t  t h e  a r c h i v i s t  i s  
a c t u a l l y  an o b j e c t i v e  non-part ic ipant  , t h e  mere custodian of t h e  record  and 
t h a t  by tak ing  p a r t  i n  t h e  in te rv iew,  he o r  she  l o s e s  t h i s  o b j e c t i v i t y .  My 
response t o  t h i s  i s :  Think of t h e  ques t ions  of t h e  a r c h i v i s t l i n t e r v i e w e r  a s  
t h e  process  of "se lec t ion"  from the  t o t a l i t y  of t h e  record  -- t he  in te rv iewee ' s  
memory. Not only t h a t ,  bu t  a t  l e a s t  t h e  i n t e r v i e w e r / a r c h i v i s t l s  "se lec t ion"  i s  
hones t ly  presented  and t h e r e  f o r  a l l  t o  s ee .  The i n t e r v i e w e r ' s  p a r t  of t h e  
in te rv iew process  i s  recorded a s  f a i t h f u l l y  a s  t h e  answers of t h e  sub jec t .  The 
s e l e c t i o n  c r i t e r i a  f o r  o t h e r  types  of records  ( t e x t u a l  records)  is  f a r  l e s s  
ev iden t ,  b u t  t h e r e  nonetheless .  The ques t ion  of whether o r  no t  t h e  a r c h i v i s t  
should be t h e  in t e rv i ewer l r e sea rche r  o r  merely the  keeper of t h e  record  is  s i l l y .  
The one who makes the  record i s  t h e  interviewee.  The one t o  g ive  i t  t a n g i b l e  
form should be t h e  one wi th  h i s  o r  h e r  f i n g e r  on the  "record" but ton.  The 
opportuni ty t o  g ive  permanent l i f e  t o  t h i s  memorylexperience may n o t  come again. 
Whether t hese  people c a l l  themselves a r c h i v i s t , ,  h i s t o r i a n ,  an th ropo log i s t ,  
f o l k l o r i s t  o r  s o c i o l o g i s t  i s  immaterial .  

How our s o c i e t y  w i l l  conceive i t s  h i s t o r y  i s  dependent upon t h e  evidence 
t h a t  a r c h i v i s t s  have accumulated and made a v a i l a b l e .  This a c t  of conception 
always fol lows the  p a t h  of r i c h e s t  evidence. It T s  no acc ident  t h a t  Canadian 
h i s t o r y  has been f e d e r a l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and c o n s t i t u t i o n a l .  Arch iv i s t s ,  a s  much a s  
h i s t o r i a n s ,  have l e a d  i t  t h e r e  by t h e i r  c o l l e c t i o n  p o l i c i e s .  Oral h i s t o r y  and 



o t h e r  more "popular1' media, such a s  photography, have helped i n  t h e  development 
of t h e  so-ca l led  "new s o c i a l  h i s to ry" .  Paul  Thompson, i n  h i s  e x c e l l e n t  book, 
The Voice of t he  P a s t ,  expressed t h i s  very w e l l  when he sa id :  

EOral h i s to ry ]  can g ive  back t o  t h e  people who made 
and experienced h i s t o r y ,  through t h e i r  own words, a  
c e n t r a l  p l ace . .  . . 
Rea l i t y  i s  complex and many s ided;  and i t  i s  the  
primary m e r i t  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  t h a t  t o  a  much 
g r e a t e r  e x t e n t  than  most sources i t  al lows the  
o r i g i n a l  m u l t i p l i c i t y  of s t andpo in t s  t o  be re-  
c rea ted .  

What then should Canadian a rch ives  be doing i n  t h e  f i e l d  of o r a l  h i s t o r y ?  
It i s ,  of course,  up t o  each t o  decide,  however I give t h e  example of t h e  
P r o v i n c i a l  Archives of B r i t i s h  Columbia where i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  being "a rch iv i s t s "  
we a r e  a l s o  h i s t o r i c a l  research. g e n e r a l i s t s .  IJe a l l  p a r t i c i p a t e  in t h e  t h r e e  
b a s i c  elements of our  program: 

1. We a r e  a r c h i v i s t s  who s e l e c t ,  conserve, document and 
make a v a i l a b l e  sound recordings.  

2 .  We conduct o r a l  h i s t o r y  r e sea rch  and in te rv iews  wi th in  
s p e c i a l i z e d  sub jec t  a r eas .  

3. We opera te  what I f e e l  i s  one of t h e  most e f f e c t i v e  
d i f f u s i o n  programs of any Canadian a rch ives  through 
the  Sound Her i tage  S e r i e s .  

H i s t o r i a n s ,  geneologis t s  and o t h e r  u s e r s  of a r ch ives  must work from t h e  
evidence. As  a r c h i v i s t s ,  i t  i s  our  job t o  provide a s  balanced and complete a  
s e t eo f  records  and documents a s  poss ib l e .  Our sponsoring agencies  a r e  t h e  
powerful and well-organized elements i n  our s o c i e t y  (banks, churches,  l a r g e  
corpora te  bodies  such a s  u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  bu t  e s p e c i a l l y  governments). To take  
t h e  view, a s  many do, t h a t  t he  f i r s t  and ove r r id ing  p r i o r i t y  of t h e  l a r g e  - - 

p u b l i c  a r ch ives  i n  Canada should be t o  t h e i r  sponsoring agencies  i s  t o  d i s r ega rd  
t h e  h i s t o r y  of t h e  mass of ord inary  people whose personal  experiences have 
nothing t o  do wi th  t h e  e x e r c i s e  of power and everything t o  do wi th  t h e  e f f e c t s  
of i t .  

I am n o t  suggest ing t h a t  a r c h i v i s t s  should abandon t h e i r  r o l e  a s  t h e  
keepers  of t h e  o rde r ly  records  of governments and o t h e r  i n s t i t u t i o n s  and rush 
i n t o  t h e  f i e l d ,  t ape  recorders  a t  t h e  ready, t o  record t h e  b a s i s  f o r  a  rev is ion-  
i s t  h i s t o r y .  The records  of our  sponsoring agencies  a r e  important and deserve 
t h e  b e s t  ca re  t h a t  we can g ive  them a s  p ro fe s s iona l  a r c h i v i s t s .  What I am 
saying,  however, i s  t h a t  we must be con t inua l ly  aware of t h e  ideological- 
imp l i ca t ions  of what we a r e  c o l l e c t i n g  and t h a t  we t ake  s e r i o u s l y  our  wider 
c u l t u r a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  of c o l l e c t i n g ,  preserv ing  and making a v a i l a b l e  a  
bet ter-balanced record  of t h e  p a s t  -- inc luding  o r a l  h i s t o r y .  


